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In mid-December, the Mexican Senate abandoned a proposal to suspend a provision of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that was scheduled to go into effect on Jan. 1, 2003. The
provision requires Mexico to eliminate tariffs an all agricultural products except corn, powdered
milk, and beans.
The Senate proposal to legislate a one-year moratorium on the provision was led by the former
governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and the center-left Partido de la Revolucion
Democratica (PRD). The proposal was developed after consultations with the Congreso Agrario
Permanente (CAP), the Asociacion de Empresas Comercializadoras de Productos del Campo
(ANEC), and the debtors' rights group El Barzon.
Mexican agriculture producers are concerned that eliminating tariffs will flood the country with
much cheaper US and Canadian agriculture products, further damaging an already weak farm
sector (see SourceMex, 2002-09-04 and 2002-10-23).
Sponsors of the proposed legislation cited the Mexican Constitution and the bylaws of the World
Trade Organization (WTO) for their proposal to invoke emergency steps to protect the Mexican
agriculture industry against a surge of imports.
President Vicente Fox recently announced a series of steps to help Mexican agriculture producers
compete against the imports, such as restoring crop-support prices and boosting some subsidies
(see SourceMex, 2002-12-04). But many producers say these steps are insufficient to help the
agriculture sector survive, particularly small-scale producers.
However, the Senate proposal to impose the one-year moratorium on the elimination of tariffs
immediately ran into trouble because of lack of support from the Fox administration. There were
also disagreements among the senators and agriculture organizations on whether all products
should be covered or just a handful of items.
The consensus was that the meat and poultry industry could face the stiffest competition from the
duty-free US and Canadian imports, but some senators favored leaving out of the resolution items
like wheat and rice, which at present are levied a tariff of only 1.5%.
In a meeting with senators, officials at the Secretaria de Economia (SE) said Mexico risked an
escalation of trade tensions if senators insisted on keeping restrictions on wheat, rice, and other
products with small tariffs. "Eliminating these will have a negligible impact on trade," said SE
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spokesperson Jeronimo Gutierrez. These statements were echoed by officials from the US Embassy
who reiterated the concerns raised by the Fox administration. "If you freeze the tariffs, you could see
a violent response from US producers," said an agricultural affairs specialist at the US Embassy in
Mexico City.
The concerns raised by the Fox administration are said to have prompted the PRD and PRI
delegations in the Senate to abandon their proposal to impose the moratorium. Instead, members
of the two parties approved a resolution, to be inserted in budget legislation, that would require the
SE to closely monitor imports of all 45 items affected by the tariff elimination on Jan. 1, 2003. Special
attention would be placed on six products: animal lard, potatoes, certain turkey cuts, poultry paste,
eggs, malt, and barley. Tariffs on these items, which range between 48% and 53%, would drop to
zero as of Jan. 1, 2003.
The Senate compromise legislation requires the SE to take appropriate steps if reviews show that
imports of any of these products cause major adverse effects to Mexican producers.

Senators accused of caving in to outside pressure
Legislators were criticized for caving in to outside pressures. "Senators faced inappropriate
pressures at the moment that they were about to approve the moratorium on ending tariffs for 19
agriculture products," Robles said in a press conference.
The PRD leader accused Mexican legislators, including members of her own party, of adopting
a double standard in rejecting the right of agricultural groups to protest the tariff-elimination
provision while allowing foreign interests access to the legislature.
The protesters, affiliated with the Coordinadora Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educacion (CNTE)
and several agricultural organizations, stormed the San Lazaro legislative building to demand
higher teacher salaries and a moratorium on the NAFTA tariff-elimination provision. "How is that
we are now closing the door of the Chamber of Deputies to campesino groups and allowing officials
from the US Embassy and members of Fox's Cabinet the freedom to pressure the Senate?" said
Robles.
PRD Sens. Demetrio Sodi de la Tijera and Jesus Ortega rejected Robles' accusations and challenged
the PRD president to prove that they caved in to pressure from officials. "We held meetings with
officials from the SE and with producers to discuss all options on measures we could adopt," said
Sodi. "We met with governors who are worried about opening our borders to 19 additional products
under TLC, but there was never any contact with representatives of the US Embassy."
Agricultural organizations like the Asociacion Nacional de Estudios Campesinos (ANEC) and the
Union Nacional de Organizaciones Rurales y Campesinas (UNORCA) said they are looking for
greater commitment from the Fox administration and the Congress to solve the long-term problems
of the rural sector. "We are not going to stop our struggle even with an increase in the agriculture
budget for 2003, which by the way was achieved because of pressure from rural interests," said
ANEC president Victor Suarez.
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Suarez warned that dependence on US food is growing fast, with imports expected to account for
70% of the food consumed in Mexico by 2010. "A moratorium on the tariff-elimination provision
could help us defend our food sovereignty," he said. Ex-President Salinas blames successor for
agriculture woes Experts agree the concern about tariff-elimination reflects the depressed state of
the Mexican agriculture sector, which experienced many changes under former President Carlos
Salinas de Gortari. Salinas has received a lot of criticism for eliminating guaranteed prices for crops
in favor of per- hectare subsidies (see SourceMex, 1993-10-06).
In a recent interview with the Mexico City daily newspaper Reforma, the former president denied
that his policies and NAFTA had anything to do with the decline in the Mexican agriculture
sector, Instead, he deflected the blame to his successor, former President Ernesto Zedillo. "The
campesinos were abandoned by the government," Salinas said, without mentioning Zedillo's name.
He pointed out that government support for rural areas dropped from US$2 billion in 1994 to US
$500 million in 2000. "As a consequence, Mexican producers are now at a disadvantage against their
US counterparts."
Zedillo did not comment directly on Salinas' charges, but former agriculture secretary Francisco
Labastida said the policies of both presidents were lacking in vision. "In my personal opinion, the
cost of NAFTA to agriculture was underestimated," said Labastida, who was the PRI presidential
candidate in the 2000 election.
Labastida also noted that Zedillo had very little room to maneuver because of the peso devaluation
and the ensuing economic crisis, which forced cutbacks of 30% in key farm supports like the
Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo (PROCAMPO). "I don't believe that the Zedillo government
purposely abandoned the agriculture sector," said Labastida. "We did as much as we could, but we
were facing a serious financial problem."
Salinas' criticisms of Zedillo coincided with a ceremony in Washington commemorating the 10year anniversary of the implementation of NAFTA. Also attending the ceremony were former
US President George H.W. Bush and Canadian ex-Prime Minister Brian Mulroney. The three
leaders said the agreement has been beneficial to the US, Canada, and Mexico. "NAFTA has
met expectations, allowing us to emerge from economic crisis and promote growth," Salinas told
reporters.
Despite the positive assessment of NAFTA by the former leaders, the citizens of Mexico, the US,
and Canada have different opinions on the impact of the accord on their countries. A public-opinion
poll commissioned by the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, which organized the
ceremony to commemorate the anniversary, found that a larger percentage of respondents in the US
felt that their country had benefitted from NAFTA. In contrast, 52% of respondents in Mexico and
47% in Canada said their country failed to reap any benefits from the accord.
Alejandro Davila Flores, director of the Centro de Investigaciones Socioeconmicas at the
Universidad Autonoma de Coahuila, said NAFTA has provided some gains for the northern cities,
which have benefitted from increased investment and employment. The gains for the cities have
been accompanied by a deterioration of the countryside during the past 10 years. But critics say
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NAFTA has had a more negative than positive impact on cities. "We lost more jobs than we gained
because of the closure of companies that couldn't compete," said Bertha Lujan, former leader of the
Red Mexicana de Accion Frente al Libre Comercio (RMALC). Lujan is currently the comptroller in
Mexico City Mayor Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador's administration.

President Fox says "new vision" for NAFTA to be negotiated
Fox joined the former leaders in praising the benefits of NAFTA for Mexico, but he also said the
agreement needs some changes. "We have to look at the next 10 years," said Fox. "We cannot rest
on the accomplishments of the last years, and therefore we are developing a new vision during talks
with the US and Canada."
The president did not elaborate on the "new vision," but legislators and agriculture groups want
changes that include modifications to agriculture sections. "Society must continue to push for
renegotiating the accord because Mexico could end up losing even more," said Davila. One change
Fox is expected to pursue is a new immigration accord within the framework of NAFTA.
This proposal is supported by Salinas. The former president said it is time to acknowledge the
demand for immigrant labor and to implement a plan "giving order" to the now-illegal flow of
people across the border. "An immigration agreement is indispensable....It is a must for the future,"
Salinas said in Washington. (Sources: The Dallas Morning News, The Washington Post, 12/09/02;
Spanish news service EFE, 12/09/02, 12/10/02; Copley News Service, 12/10/02, 12/15/02; El Universal,
12/09/02, 12/10/02, 12/17/02; Novedades, 12/10/02, 12/11/02, 12/17/02; Agencia de noticias Proceso,
12/16/02, 12/17/02; Reforma, 12/06/02, 12/10/02, 12/11/02, 12/13/02, 12/17/02, 12/18/02; La Cronica
de Hoy, 12/09/02, 12/11/02, 12/13/02, 12/16/02, 12/18/02; The News, 12/10/02, 12/11/02, 12/18/02; La
Jornada, 12/11-13/02, 12/17/02, 12/18/02; Milenio Diario, 12/17/02, 12/18/02)
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